I
t was an off-the-cuff challenge. Start an informal mathematical society. Have meetings in a coffee house. It was hopelessly naive.
I had just told my history of mathematics class about the early days of the Royal Society. Robert Boyle, John Wallis, Christopher Wren and others with huge scientific appetites met to "discourse and consider Philosophical Enquiries." In mid-seventeenth century England, the spirit of inquiry pervaded the coffee houses of London, not the two backward-looking universities at Cambridge and Oxford. (Wallis, who intended to be a professor of mathematics, had to leave Cambridge because "that study had died out there.") The common cord that joined these early scientists more than two centuries before the word "scientist" was invented was enthusiasm. 
